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No Borders 
Virtual Communities in Online Learning 
Dr. Karen Woodman 
Introduction 
It can be argued that technological advances and increasing familiarity with 
technology in the general population has created a huge potential for expansion of  
online learning (OL) across the educational spectrum. The growth of OL at the 
university level over the last few years has brought with it an increasing need to 
understand the learning processes and social processes involved in the ‘cyber’ or 
‘virtual’ lecture hall and seminar room by asking questions such as: What are 
‘virtual universities’? How – or more critically whether – virtual learning 
environments are different from face-to-face (F2F) ones?  In other words, there is a 
critical need to explore how students relate to each other and their lecturer(s) in a 
literal ‘school without walls’? 
This paper explores the development of a virtual community within a wholly 
online MA in Applied Linguistics program within the framework of online 
community development proposed by Haythornthwaite et al (2000).  
What is Online Learning? 
The term ‘online learning’ (OL) is currently a bit of a catch-all term that appears to 
encompass any use of the internet in education, from having a limited online 
presence (e.g., having an online quiz or posting lecture notes for an otherwise face-
to-face (F2F) course) through to courses using real time lecturing and chat via 
videoconferencing technology. It should similarly be recognized when making 
comparisons between OL and F2F teaching that F2F university teaching covers the 
spectrum from one-to-one tutorials to huge lectures of 500+ students in many 
universities, wherein individual students may never actually have contact with their 
lecturer.  
In this paper, OL will refer to graduate study within the WebCT environment, 
using primarily asynchronous communication tools for interaction, with the closest 
F2F comparison being to a traditional graduate seminar in which students are 
expected to have done specific readings before ‘coming to the table’ for group 
discussions on the topics of interest. 
What are Virtual Communities? 
The term “virtual community’ has come to loosely refer to groups of people whose 
contact is primarily based on computer-mediated communication (CMC). While 
early research on virtual communities tended to focus on the question of whether 
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virtual communities actually exist (e.g., Thomsen, Straubharr & Bolyard, 1998), 
later studies began to describe specific types of virtual communities (e.g., Chat 
forums, list-servs, etc.) (e.g., Choi, & Danwoski, 2002; Kazmer, 2002; Mitra & 
Schwartz, 2001). For example, with their study of the development of community 
in an online graduate program, Haythornthwaite et al (2000) seek “understand 
what community means in these environments so that we can promote them, and 
support individuals in adding to the critical mass of interaction necessary for their 
formation and maintenance” (p.1) 
The authors identify key advantages of the development of communities of 
online learners to include: 
1. Strong communal ties, which increase: 
a. The flow of information among all members 
b. The availability of support, commitment to group goals, cooperation 
among members 
c. Satisfaction with group efforts  
2. Trust in the community, which fosters contribution and support in times of 
need 
3. Individual benefit from community membership, such as 
a. Experiencing a greater sense of well being and happiness 
b. Having a larger and more willing set of others to call on for support 
in times of need. 
 
Haythornthwaite et al (2000) suggest that online programs are “no longer add-
ons” to traditional on-campus education, but rather “they represent a true 
alternative to on-campus options”, and they identify the “key to overcoming the 
correspondence model” as the “moving the student from the position of an isolated 
learner to that of a member of a learning community”(p. 1).  
Brabazon’s at the Gate: F2F with Virtual Realities 
The assumption that the F2F environment is necessarily the best learning option is 
a key point of resistance to online learning in tertiary education. As 
Haythornthwaite et al (2000) indicate, 
…our concept of learning communities (has been) bound up with the notions of 
university campuses and physical colleges… (however) studies of online 
environments have already found that we can indeed create community and sustain 
strong ties through electronic media (p. 3).  
 
The resistance to OL based on assumptions about the benefits of F2F instruction 
is perhaps best exemplified by Tara Brabazon’s (2002) attack on online learning in 
her book “Digital Hemlock”. Brabazon explicitly states that online teaching is 
necessarily less Socratic, and less ‘real’ than the teaching that goes on in bricks-
and-mortar universities, where the students get to see and smell the faculty. She 
doesn’t even entertain the possibility that F2F lecturing may not meet the needs of 
all students, or in terms of large classes, even work against students forming 
‘communities of scholars’, or that OL might provide advantages in terms of 
participation and equity, such as allowing NESB or other students increased time 
to think and articulate thoughts, which is often difficult for minority students in the 
quick pace of a seminar. 
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Ignoring for the moment the more extreme aspects of Brabazon’s position, we 
should consider Haythornthwaite et al’s (2000) clarification of the underlying 
principles in the formation of virtual communities:  
…studies show that when we view community as what activities people do 
together, rather than where or through what means they do them, we can see that 
community can exist ‘liberated’ from geography, physical neighborhoods and 
campuses [my emphasis] (Wellman, 1979, 1999 – cited in Haythornthwaite et al, 
2000: 3) 
 
According to Haythornwaite et al (2000), online community members exhibit 
behaviours that traditionally identify the presence of community offline, including: 
1. Supporting common goals and a strong commitment to the purpose and 
tone of their community  
2. Recognizing boundaries that define who belongs and who does not, 
establishing their own hierarchies of expertise, their own vocabularies and 
modes of discourse  
3. Sharing a common history and a common meeting place  
4. Socially constructing rules and behaviours, and enacting community rituals  
 
Further, Haythornthwaite et al (2000: 4) note that: 
Rules of behaviour and a shared history provide an identity for the group and a way 
of knowing how to behave and how to anticipate the behaviour of others…as well as 
identifying those who does not belong to the community or who are new to the 
community. 
 
They propose that established rules of behaviour, conduct, and expression help 
individuals know how to behave in the online space and know how to expect 
others to behave. They suggest that such rules “…(help) them feel comfortable in 
the environment, allowing them to invest time and trust in their ties with others” 
which then provides “access to the kind of support and continuity that underpins 
community, moving the individual from a position of isolation to membership in a 
known community” (p. 4).  The issue of isolation is particularly relevant in terms 
of OL programs where the students live in geographically disparate locations. 
Recognizing Virtual Communities  
Haythornthwaite et al (2000) propose a number of questions to investigate whether 
communities exist in a specific context: 
1. Do members recognize their environment as a “community”? 
2. Do they feel they belong to it?  
3. What does “community” mean for members of this environment?  
4. What is its membership and boundaries?  
5. What are members’ common goals?  
6. What history do they share?  
7. What rules of behaviour have they evolved?  
 
In their study of 17 students in a graduate program which included both an 
intensive F2F ‘bootcamp’ followed by several months of OL contact, 
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Haythornthwaite et al (2000) concluded that the students did recognize their 
environment as a ‘community’ and they were able to identity criteria for 
membership, boundaries and rules of behaviour. This paper explores the utility of 
the criteria identified by Haythornwaite et al (2000) to describe the development 
and maintenance of a virtual community of graduate students enrolled in an online 
Master of Arts in Applied Linguistics, in which there was no F2F component, as 
students reside in countries around the world.  
The Study 
This paper focuses on one aspect of a larger longitudinal study of multiple factors 
in the development and implementation of an online Master of Arts in Applied 
Linguistics program. The data analysed in this paper is based on bulletin board 
postings and emails relating to the development of community within the degree. 
The Research Setting  
The Master of Arts in Applied Linguistics (MAAL) is a wholly online, 48-credit 
point coursework degree offered through an Australian university with a long 
tradition in distance education. Students enrol in online units (or individual 
subjects such as “Issues in Applied Linguistics”) which are delivered via the 
WebCT platform and are coordinated (or taught) by academic lecturers. WebCT 
provides a number of options for both synchronous and asynchronous 
communication. Bulletin boards are used in most units for discussion and other 
activities (e.g., websearches, research projects, group work, etc). Units are 
conducted primarily using asynchronous CMC interaction. Although WebCT does 
provide synchronous chat, due to time zone difficulties, these have not been used 
much to date.   
Normally, the ‘lecture’ content is available online as html files, readings may be 
available online as pdf or html documents or the unit may require a text. 
Assessment is either done online (e.g., postings, online quizzes, etc.) or students 
may be required to submit written assignments such as essays electronically. 
Assignments, grading and comments are returned to students via regular mail or 
email. Student-student and student-teacher interaction normally occurs via bulletin 
board (or ‘discussion’) postings and via internal email.  
All students have email accounts and access to the units in which they are 
enrolled. They use email to reach other students, instructors, administrators, and 
the Helpdesk. Each unit is password protected, so students normally only have 
access to the unit(s) in which they are enrolled. However, from February 2003, a 
“MAAL Homepage”, or separate online unit to which all registered students have 
access, was added to the program to provide students the opportunity to meet 
others in the program who might not be in their units or cohort. The MAAL 
homepage has evolved into a general information page, with administration 
information for the whole degree. In addition, with the creation of a number of 
more community-oriented forums, the Homepage has become a centre of activity 
for many students. The forums include “Neighbours” (who lives in….Korea), 
“Swapshop” (e.g., if you need a textbook and you live in China, is there any other 
MAALers in the area), the “Job Board” (e.g., discussion of job opportunities, 
requirements, etc.) and “Cybercafe” (e.g., general chitchat). 
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The Students 
There are two intakes each year in the MAAL (e.g., February and July). The first 
intake was in July 2001 with approx. 10 students, and there were over 150 students 
enrolled by June 2003, with approximately equal numbers of males and females. 
The first MAAL graduates, a mix of nine students from the 1st and 2nd cohorts, 
received their degrees in October, 2003.  
There are currently over 150 MAAL students in over 20 countries around the 
world, including Australia (all states), Canada, the UK, the USA, Mexico, Bolivia, 
Costa Rica, Russia, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, India, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, PRC, 
Korea, Japan, and Thailand. Many of these students are expatriate ESL/EFL 
teachers from Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the USA, the UK and South 
Africa, who juggle their studies with full-time employment and family life. The 
program has also attracted lawyers, health care workers, retired teachers and 
lecturers, journalists, and individuals working with linguistic and/or cultural 
minorities. While the degree can be done full-time in one year, the majority of the 
MAAL students are enrolled as part-time students because of work and family 
commitments. 
Data Collection  
Data was collected as part of the larger OMAAL project. Following the framework 
developed by Haythornthwaite et al (2000), student bulletin board postings in a 
number of units (LING 451: Issues in Applied Linguistics; LING 461: Research 
methodology in Applied Linguistics; and LING 462: Second Language 
Acquisition: Theory) and the MAAL homepage were analyzed for students’ 
perceptions of themselves as part of a larger community of online learners. Online 
participation counted for 20% of the unit evaluation, with the basic requirement of 
an average of five individual postings per Topic, with each unit having 10 to 12 
Topics per semester. Postings were based on a choice of a number of discussion 
questions on Topic content available within each Topic. 
Postings were reviewed to identify statements related to the following 
questions: 
1. Do students feel they belong to a community?  
2. What does “community” mean for members of this environment?  
3. What is its membership and boundaries?  
4. What are members’ common goals?  
5. What history do they share?  
6. What rules of behaviour have they evolved? 
 
Identified statements were then analysed and grouped into categories as per 
these questions. 
International Journal of Humanities, Volume 1 
1852 
Results and Discussion 
Question #1: Do Students feel they belong to a Community? 
There appears to be considerable support for the idea that the students enrolled in 
the MAAL feel they belong to a community of learners. They self-identify as 
“MAALers”, comment on being part of a larger group of learners, and reference 
the group in a number of ways.  
For example, in her last posting in the unit, HB talks to her classmates saying: 
Hi everybody, I want to say good bye to all of you who are ready or do not go into 
[another unit] next semester and wish you all the best with your study or other 
interests. Thank you for all your help [my emphasis] and all the very intelligent 
postings. I was really surprised that we, together, composed more then 2200 
messages [my emphasis]. I never read so much on the computer in my life. I hope 
everybody had as much fun with this course as I had. Looking forward to being in 
contact [my emphasis] with all who go on to [another unit] 
 
In addition, membership in MAAL is not the only community that students 
recognize – they also appear to have a real sense of ‘being in class’ with other 
MAAL students, and sharing their smiles and tears as they worked their way 
through the program.  
The identification as members of a community is also illustrated by the way in 
which MAAL students have also shared life experiences with their classmates. 
Over the last two years, for example, there have been a number of births in the 
program (including one student who was offline for a couple weeks, and explained 
that her absence was due to having given birth). There have also been marriages, 
new jobs and family triumphs celebrated.  There have also been illnesses, family 
crises, and the impact of changing workloads in the ‘real’ world on time and ability 
to continue studies in the ‘virtual world’. 
The fact that asynchronous bulletin board postings are the primarily form of 
communication in the MAAL does not seem to influence students’ perceptions of 
the ‘interaction’ within the OL environment – possibly the influence of increasing 
familiarity with such technologies as SMS and email. 
One student comments:  
The online environment creates an atmosphere for instant recognition and 
responses. There is no waiting for communication to be posted back and forth. 
Comments can become a lot more impulsive and I believe this creates a positive 
atmosphere and encourages an effective two-way flow of communication. 
Question #2: What does Community mean for Members of this Environment? 
Community appears to mean different things to different people in different 
contexts – however, the key factors relate to the ability to interact with other 
people in the virtual classroom. In terms of what they like about online learning, 
MAAL students cite: 
1. “Communication with other students” 
2. “Contact with other students and the lecturer and the opportunity to access 
references to supporting material suggested by the lecturer quickly” 
3. “The social aspect. Isolation of external study can be a bore.” 
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4. “The interaction with fellow classmates. It connects me to the course and 
the learning process” 
5. “Interacting with other students, online research” 
6. “Shared experiences.” 
7. “Group support” 
8. “Being part of a specific experience (e.g., professionals in higher 
education)”  
 
The importance of community in the learning experience is clearly illustrated by 
WH’s comments, where she thanks her classmates for their ‘collective learning’ 
and looks forward to ‘sharing future courses/discussions’ with them. She also 
indicates empathy and support for ‘those of you still struggling with the final 
assignment and postings’: 
I…wanted to thank all of my classmates who have participated in the discussions 
and contributed so much to our collective learning. I look forward to sharing future 
courses/discussions with many of you. Best of luck to those of you still struggling 
with the final assignment and postings.  
 
Another student, PB, in thanking his classmates for their help with an 
assignment, comments that “I can hardly wait for the next assignment, this was 
such a bonding experience”. JF takes the reality of the experience even further, 
saying “I’m guessing I’ll see some of you again in [another unit] next semester.”  
And CC enthuses “I look forward to working with everyone in [a unit next 
semester]! Have a good break all!”, And EF explicitly states, “I feel I benefited not 
only from the material but from “meeting” all the other students [my emphasis]”. 
Virtual Classrooms 
Identification as members of a ‘class’ in a virtual classroom is also clearly evident 
from students’ comments. A number of students explicitly state they are motivated 
by their classmates’ postings, which they experience as ongoing conversations, 
debates, and collaborative learning. AD, for example, makes comparisons with the 
‘real classroom’ and a desire to keep up with the group, stating: 
My motivation while learning online is keeping up with units.  It feels like I’ve 
missed a few classes [my emphasis] if I start getting behind…[that] everyone else is 
discussing topics I’m not even familiar [my emphasis] with is definitely a motivator 
for getting me going. 
 
WG similarly has found 
….learning online much more interactional than anticipated. Like others, I find the 
bulletin board draws me in to discussion, and other’s postings motivates [sic] a lot 
of thought processes.  
 
In fact, he comments that: 
I actually had to participate more than I possibly would in a ‘real’ classroom 
discussion - showing up just wasn’t enough. I feel a lot more self-motivated and 
actually more encouraged by others through use of the bulletin board. 
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Interestingly, some students have commented (somewhat jokingly) that they 
spend more time with their MAAL ‘classmates’ online than they do with their own 
families. The following discussion about becoming online learners and 
‘disappearing’ from the real world, developed within the context of a discussion 
between differences in online and traditional learning formats.  
WH: In situations where I used to make a phone call, I usually choose to send an 
email or chat online. Students that I tutor send their written work to me for feedback 
and corrections by email, and I visit them at home much less often than I used to. I 
shop online and research online, visiting shops and libraries far less frequently than 
I used to.  My international communication has increased tremendously due to the 
internet while my face-to-face local communication has decreased drastically[my 
emphasis]. 
IE: I too do most of my communication online.  I even send my kids email 
instructions--when they’re in the house with me, but in another room!!!!  That way, 
I know they’ve heard me!!!  Which is too funny in itself.  Obviously I do my 
coursework almost entirely online.  All my writing—even journaling [sic] --online 
investment--check the newspapers--but I don’t yet shop online.  I’ve noticed one 
friend after another, as they went online, gradually disappear.  [my emphasis]. My 
journalism instructor named it “the privatization of social experience”.  Apt.  And 
anywhere there’s so much communication going on, it’s an area of interest to 
applied linguists.  It’s almost a weird version of telepathy--sending thoughts 
invisibly.  Dodododdododo..  
CH: I agree, I. You’re right that we “disappear” from the public as we start 
communicating more and more from the privacy of our homes[my emphasis], and 
that with the silent, non-physical nature of this kind of communication, it’s “almost 
like telepathy”.   It’s the increasing absence of the physical or even auditory 
presence of our fellow man which is becoming so prominent as online 
communication increasingly replaces live and even oral communication [my 
emphasis]. What interests me in terms of linguistic analysis is that the all-important 
nonverbal element (the crucial element, according to many theorists) in 
communication is being left out of the equation. At first one would think that this 
has to mean an overall loss, but I have seen some surprising exceptions, for 
example, improved communications with certain individuals after we started 
chatting online [my emphasis]. In such cases, the nonverbal element may have been 
interfering with communication! I’ve seen articles that go further to say that the 
freedom from being labelled by one’s physical identity or even accent while chatting 
online is liberating and improves the communicative experience for some [my 
emphasis]. 
 
This discussion is interesting for a number of reasons. First, it clearly illustrates 
the ‘reality’ of the virtual community and participation in the online and offline 
worlds.  Second, it is a clear example of the development of self-reflective learning 
within the OL environment. But, importantly, it also underlines the need for 
ongoing research into the exponential uptake of technology and the incredible 
changes this is making not only on the study of OL, but also the impact of CMC on 
our understanding of what the general population considers to be life ‘online’ and 
‘offline’ (and whether this dichotomy should be re-considered completely).  
No Borders 
Dr. Karen Woodman 
 
1855 
Question #3: What is its Membership and Boundaries? 
In basic terms, group membership in the MAAL is predicated on enrolment in the 
degree, since normally access to online units is limited to MAAL students only. 
However, students may also belong to a number of sub-groups with shared 
experiences. This identification of shared experiences is actively encouraged by a 
number of features of the online MAAL design. For example, one of the first 
activities in most MAAL units is self-introductions, in which student are 
encouraged by the lecturer to provide a brief biography to ‘create a face’ for the 
name. In their introductions, students usually indicate where they live, what they 
do for a living, and often talk a little bit about their families or other interests. 
These profiles provide opportunities for students to ‘meet’ or ‘bond’ based on 
other shared experiences and interests. In addition, as noted previously, the 
“MAAL Homepage” includes a number of discussion forums which explicitly help 
students make such connections with their fellow classmates. The forums include 
“Neighbours” (who lives in….Korea/Japan/the US/etc), “Swapshop” (e.g., if you 
need a textbook and you live in China, is there any other MAALers in the area), 
the “Job Board” (e.g., discussion of job opportunities, requirements, etc.) and 
“Cybercafe” (e.g., general chitchat). Finally, discussion questions within unit 
content also require students to draw on their own experiences (e.g., as language 
learners, language users, or language teachers) and in some cases, to apply their 
new topic knowledge to their ‘real lives’. 
Thus, to expand Haythornthwaite et al’s (2002) framework, virtual communities 
can also include sub-group memberships, based on shared: 
1. “Class” membership: Enrolment in specific online units (e.g., LING 451: 
Issues in Applied Linguistics) in specific semesters means that like in F2F 
learning, students share specific learning experiences with other students in 
that particular class 
2. Cohort membership: The MAAL has new intakes twice a year, which 
means that there is also possible identification by ‘cohort’. There are clear 
indications that the small first cohort tend to identify in this way.  However, 
with growing class sizes and mixed enrolments in most units, this effect is 
possibly less than with later groups.  
3. Nationality: The MAAL student population includes large numbers of  
Australians, American, British, and Canadians. In the discussion boards, 
and on the MAAL homepages, students refer to experiences of shared 
nationality and cite examples from their home countries. 
4. Place of residence: Many of the MAAL students are expatriates working as 
ESL/EFL teachers in places such as Korea, Japan, UAE, Bolivia, etc. 
Shared overseas and cross-cultural experiences are also key factors in sub-
group membership. Students share tips on living in specific countries, and 
discuss interesting (or perplexing) cultural and linguistic differences. 
5. Occupation: Comparative experiences within specific occupations such as 
teacher, lawyer, nurse, homemaker, lecturer, etc. also provide a point of 
connection and commonality for students. For example, both ‘in-class’ and 
socially, the ESL/EFL teachers often compare notes on surviving in the 
classroom. 
6. Perceived level of qualification: Students entering the MAAL require a 
minimum of a bachelor degree. However, some students have higher levels 
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of education (e.g., masters degrees or doctorates). Perceived differences in 
qualification may influence the tone and/or the direction of interactions 
such as calls for advice or expertise. 
7. Perceived expertise: There are a number of possible differences in 
perceived expertise amongst MAAL students, including amount of prior 
knowledge in linguistics (e.g., subject knowledge), teaching experience,  or 
even MAAL experience (e.g., ‘veterans’ vs. ‘newbies’).  
8. Age/life experience: Students also share experiences based on marital status 
(e.g., family life), child-raising, work or travel experience, etc. 
 
Interestingly, assumptions about membership are sometimes challenged when 
‘someone who doesn’t fit’ appears in a unit. For example, some MAAL units have 
had non-MAAL honours or graduate linguistics students auditing them – which 
caused consternation amongst some students when a unit auditor’s apparently 
higher level of expertise in linguistics was revealed. They “knew too much” and 
therefore didn’t belong. 
Another type of membership which very recently became apparent is the post-
MAAL student: as they graduate, MAAL students lose access to the units. In 
response to this, the first group of MAAL grads have just started a Yahoo 
usergroup, which they decided would be restricted to MAAL graduates only. 
The first cohort (and first graduates of the program) also identify themselves as 
a special group. 
JS says  
It seems that that we are a small but select group :-) I am now officially all done. 
That last essay seemed to take the longest amount of time. Anyway, drum roll 
pls....congratulations to us all!!! 
What are Members’ Common Goals?  
Some common reasons for students doing the degree, include 
1. Upgrading qualifications 
2. General interest in topic 
3. Getting a job 
4. Interest in post-graduate study  
 
Once in the program, the key goals are: 
1. Completing the MAAL: Completing the degree is the main goal for most 
students. However, some differences do exist insofar as some students are 
full-time students trying to complete within one year, while others are 
doing the award over four years. 
2. Completing the specific units: Different units pose challenges to different 
students. Some units are more formal/theoretically oriented, whereas others 
are more socio-cultural and discussion oriented.  
 
Being part of a class means sharing the difficulties and successes with fellow 
classmates. Students help each other by sharing files, and sharing tips on various 
technical issues (e.g., accessing electronic resources via the university library, 
etc.), empathizing and encouraging each other, etc. 
As one student exclaimed: 
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What a feeling of accomplishment! Here it is, October 8th and I have FINALLY 
caught up with this course in terms of readings and BB postings up to and including 
the end of Topic 8- which is where we should be by now, isn’t it?(needless to say I 
had to take a week off from work to finish the first article review on time). I have 
read/scanned all of the postings put forth until this moment in time and am truly 
amazed by the diversity/intelligence/and shared ideas/experiences which you have 
sent out into cyberspace. Surely this is a strong indication of the benefits to be 
accrued through the online learning experience- and I am grateful to be part of this. 
To those of you out there who are doing more than one course per semester “my hat 
goes off to you” (I couldn’t do it. Well, I could, but then again I would probably be 
a basket case by the end of the semester). 
 
Students may also bond over common negative experiences. As one student 
notes,  
Online the greatest variable in the physical environment is computers, programs, 
and the connectors in between. I’m very sympathetic to any fellow student who may 
be in a country experiencing internet access problems. It can be so discouraging and 
difficult, that no matter how good the pedagogical and psychological environments, 
you can feel like givin [sic] up.   
 
In addition to the basic goals of completing their unit(s) and completing the 
degree, many of the students are also attempting to hold together work and family 
commitments as well.  
What History do they share?  
The idea of shared history is not as simple a question as it may seem initially, since 
shared history can be interpreted in a number of ways: 
1. Shared MAAL history: Shared experiences as part of a specific class or 
cohort, as well as the shared experience of participating in the MAAL. 
2. Shared personal histories: As noted above, shared personal histories may 
include shared life experiences, interests, travel, nationality, work, family, 
etc. 
 
As discussed previously, MAAL students appear to relate to the MAAL 
community in terms of shared experiences and shared histories. For example, after 
a discussion in which KJ indicated communicating by email had improved her 
communication with her daughter by taking away the non-verbal components, IM 
says, 
I really appreciated your response KJ. You’ve motivated me to start chatting online 
with my teenage son who I find hard to talk to face to face at the moment because of 
the blocks you describe. Thanks for the story 
 
With an age range within the degree spanning over 50 years (e.g., 25 years of 
are to 75 years of age), shared history has also included shared experiences in 
world history (including war, immigration, etc.). 
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What Rules of Behaviour have they Evolved?  
‘Rules of behaviour’ in the MAAL community have evolved and developed in a 
number of ways. First, students are made aware of basic ‘netiquette’ in the online 
Student Manual. Second, occasional interventions or interjections from the lecturer 
(or other ‘veteran’ students) help socialize ‘newbies’ into the expected behaviour 
in the online community. As the program has developed, more of this socialization 
has been taken over by ‘veteran’ students who model ‘expected behaviours’ 
through their online postings, commentary, and suggestions. For example, one 
continuing student approached the lecturer by email early in a unit when one of the 
new students was not, in her opinion, adhering to the general assumption of 
politeness towards other students (e.g., he was aggressively and personally 
attacking other students’ in response to their postings). 
The somewhat informal, short, and often grammatically incorrect writing of 
earlier units appears to have given way to a more formal style of writing, in which 
effort is made to articulate in longer prose students’ understanding of discussion 
questions. In fact, some students now apologize for spelling errors (e.g., due to 
illness, lack of time, etc.).   
There are a number of rules of behaviour that appear to have evolved over the 
last two years in the MAAL: 
1. Rules of politeness: use of greetings and positive reinforcement, 
acknowledgement of others contribution, etc. 
2. Encouragement and support of others: Students frequently post words of 
encouragement for others, sometimes sharing their own triumphs and 
tribulations. 
3. Sharing of resources: The sharing of resources such as readings, files, 
helpful URLs, etc., is encouraged by the group. 
4. Helping the group: Another ‘rule’ of the group is if you know the answer to 
a technical question, share your experiences. 
5. Maintaining netiquette by veterans  
 
Other ‘rules’, or processes, which were developed by earlier cohorts, and which 
later students seem to adopt automatically, include: 
1. Development in postings in terms of spelling and grammatical correctness 
2. Increased length in postings 
3. Encouraging shy or tentative students to ‘give it a go’ 
4. Apologizing for absences 
5. Use of ‘regards’, ‘best wishes’, etc. 
 
All of these examples provide support for the ongoing evolution of rules of 
behaviour within the online MAAL community. The strength of these rules can 
also be seen in their apparent transferability: some MAAL students who have 
included non-MAAL units in their degree have been observed by their (non-
MAAL) lecturer as ‘setting a tone’ of online collaboration and participation which 
has been adopted by the ‘regular’ students in the unit. 
Conclusions 
This paper explored the development of a virtual community within a wholly 
online MA in Applied Linguistics program within the framework of online 
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community development proposed by Haythornthwaite et al (2000). Despite living 
in over 20 countries around the world, MAAL students are found to have 
developed a sense of belonging to a greater community of learners by sharing their 
knowledge, opinions and shared struggles to conquer both the technology and the 
course content. The framework proposed by Haythornthwaite et al (2000) was also 
expanded to include sub-group memberships, within which individual students in 
online learning environments may also expand their social and scholarly networks. 
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